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Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions.)  Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions.) 

RECREATION AND CULTURE: theater  RECREATION AND CULTURE: theater 

COMMERCE/TRADE: specialty store  COMMERCE/TRADE: specialty store 

DOMESTIC: single dwelling   

   

   

   

   

   
 

7. Description 

Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions.) 

Late 19th and Early 20th Century American Movements: Commercial Style 

 

 

 

 

Materials (enter categories from instructions.) 

Principal exterior materials of the property:  
Foundation: Concrete, Walls: Brick & Clay Tile Blocks, Roof: Wood 
Frame with Metal Roofing 

5.  Classification 

 Ownership of Property (Check as many boxes as apply)  Category of Property (Check only one box) 

 [X] Private  [X] Building(s) 

 []  Public-local  []  District  

 []  Public-state  []  Site 

 []  Public-federal  []  Structure 

  []  Object 

Number of Resources within Property (Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 

 Contributing  Noncontributing  

 1  0 Buildings 

    Sites 

    Structures 

    Objects 

 1  0 Total  

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register N/A 
 

6. Function or Use 
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Description 
 

Summary Paragraph  
 
The Zorn Theatre is located at 706 Chief Street, across from the Dundy County Courthouse in Benkelman, Nebraska. 
Designed by the owner, Edward Zorn, the building was constructed in 1927-1928 by general contractor C. J. Erickson. Mr. 
½ƻǊƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ ŀ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻŀǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƻǇ-of-
the-line in theater construction. 
  
The theater building exhibits a simple form in line with the style of one-part commercial architecture. The front façade is 
faced with brick and modest brick detailing that matches the vernacular of the downtown. Most of the defining detailing 
was on the interior of the theater. The main theater space, including around the stage, was originally detailed with art deco 
elements. 

 
The building is a single screen theater with a one-story apartment attached to the back. The front of the building contains a 
lobby, public lounge, ticket office, concession area, and public restrooms. The main theater is at the center of the building 
with a raked floor sloped down towards the stage. The back of the building consists of a couple of rooms that originally 
served as living quarters but are currently used by a beauty shop.  
  
Today, the building is known as the Benkelman Cultural Arts Center, which was established in 1979 when a group of citizens 
saved the building and renovated it. The building remains in operation as a movie theater and continues to be used for 
multi-purpose activities such as community plays, blue grass concerts, and special performances. 

 
Narrative Description 

 
Setting/Site 
Located in the southwestern corner of Nebraska, the city of Benkelman serves as the county seat of Dundy County. Situated 
between Highway 34 to the northwest and a railroad to the southeast, the city is a short drive to both the Kansas and 
Colorado borders. The downtown commercial district of Benkelman is a few blocks long and is located near the center of 
the city. It is comprised of a mixture of modest brick and modern aluminum storefronts, and the county courthouse evokes 
the Classical Revival style.1  The Zorn Theatre is located on the north end of the commercial district, directly east of the 
courthouse square. To the south is a historic gas station, built around 1931, that occupies the northeast corner of Chief and 
East Seventh Streets. To the north are a few stand-alone commercial buildings. Behind the theater to the east is an alley 
and the City Municipal Building. 
 
The theater is a free-standing building on Chief Street, formerly Main Street. The building extends the full length of the lot 
in the east/west direction; however, the north and south facades are setback slightly from the property line. This was done 
to allow for windows and doors on these facades. The location of the site was selected for its proximity to downtown and 
its ample parking space for patrons as illustrated by the open lots on the 1931 Sanborn Map. An alley is located on the east 
side of the building and runs north/south through the block. The alley allows access to the apartment/shop on the east end 
of the building. 
 
Construction 
¢ƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΣ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ плΩ Ȅ мплΩΣ ƛǎ ŀ ƻƴŜ-and-a-half story building with a mezzanine and a basement. The building 
was constructed with a concrete foundation, exterior clay tile block walls, interior wood partitions, and a wood barrel vault 
roof with steel bow trusses. The barrel vault roof is hidden behind the west façade. The exterior walls are clay tile blocks, 
covered with spray-applied stucco on the north side, brick on the front/west façade, and an EIFS system on the south side 
and portion of the east façade. 
 

                                                                    
1 .ŀǊōŀǊŀ .ŜǾƛƴƎ [ƻƴƎΣ ά5ǳƴŘȅ /ƻǳƴǘȅ /ƻǳǊǘƘƻǳǎŜΣέ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ tƭŀŎŜǎ wŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ CƻǊƳΣ όbt{ 
#89002237), January 10, 1990. 
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Exterior 
Primary (West Façade) 
The main body of the façade is clad in brown brick laid in a 
running bond. Facing Chief Street, the primary façade consists of 
three bays: central, north and south. The central bay is formed 
by a buff-colored brick segmental arch that frames a recessed 
entry that is coated in plaster, contrasting with the brick 
cladding. Originally the recessed entry had a pair of wood 
paneled doors with half-lites and a single wood window directly 
above, positioned in the projection room. On the north and 
south sides of the recessed entry were separate commercial 
entrances. The doors into these spaces were wood with half-lites 
above a solid recessed panel. All these doors were framed with 
wood casing, in which the head casing extended past the side 
casing and angled at each end. Today, the recessed entry 
remains centered on the west façade and includes the main 
entrance and separate commercial entrances into the north and 
south commercial rooms. At an unknown date, the central pair 
of doors was replaced with a pair of modern aluminum doors. 
The north door has since been fixed in place but retains its 
historic appearance. The south door has been replaced with a 
fiberglass residential door, but the existing casing remains on the 
exterior. The upper third of the central bay, above the main entry doors, was infilled when the original projection room was 
extended at an unknown date. This infill remains in-place today, with the new wall recessed back slightly from the middle-
arched opening. Three wood windows are centered near the top of this wall.  

 
Centered within the north and south bays, flanking the main entry, are large display windows articulated by buff-colored 
brick segmental arches and brick rowlock sills. The windows are currently infilled with removable wood paneling and have 
been transformed into movie poster boxes. The arched, wood transoms have been covered on the exterior with a piece of 
painted metal; however, from the interior, one can still see the vertical wood muntins at the mezzanine level within the 
film storage room. 
 
The simple façade is framed on each side with pilasters, composed of buff brick in a running bond that extend past the 
parapet. The parapet on the west façade is 
capped with three rowlock courses of buff brick 
that form a segmental arch in the center that 
spans three-fifths of the façade. 
 
Originally, the signage consisted of a small ornate 
ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀŘ ά½hwbέ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 
horizontal support above the main entry. That 
ǎƛƎƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ мфплΩǎ ōȅ ŀ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ 
ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀŘ ά½hwbέ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ά¢I9!¢w9έ 
horizontally and included lighting. A marquee 
with a flat front was also added at the spring line 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘǊȅ ŀǊŎƘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфрлΩǎ ƻǊ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
мфслΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƛƎƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
current marquee was installed. The current 
marquee has a red and yellow color palette with 
thŜ ǿƻǊŘ ά½hwbέ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƴŜƻƴ 
letters.  
 
 

Figure 1: Photo of the Zorn Theatre at its grand opening in 
1928. The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle. 3 February 
1928. 

Figure 2: Photo showing updated marquee in the 1940Ωs. Photo courtesy of Amy 
Frederick. 
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Side (South Façade) 
Originally, the south façade was painted clay tile block with six window 
openings, two secondary entrances, and a wall opening for a mechanical 
louver. Two of the window openings were located near the front of the 
theater, three spaced along the auditorium wall and one positioned 
within the storage loft. At an unknown date, the three masonry openings 
into the auditorium were infilled. Then in 2007, a renovation took place 
where an EIFS system was installed along the entire façade covering the 
loft window. Left exposed were the two windows on the west end of the 
wall and the two entrances on the east end. The large mechanical hood 
was also replaced in its existing location. To the far west is a wood 
double-hung window that opens into the office space. A smaller wood 
ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜǎ 
remain towards the back of the theater. A pair of hollow metal doors, 
serving as exit-only doors, provide access from the auditorium space. The 
entrance to the east is a modern fiberglass door that opens into the 
current beauty shop. Over this entrance is a lean-to metal roof with two painted wood columns. Short, modern CMU block 
walls wrap each side of a concrete patio underneath this roof and help to define the beauty shop entrance. 
 
Side (North Façade) 
The north façade remains clay tile block covered with spray-applied stucco. On the east end of the façade there is a window 
that opens into the rear tenant space that has been infilled with metal panels surrounding an AC unit. There are four more 
windows on the east end, two of which are at ground level that formerly opened into the stage space, and two that opened 
into the basement below the stage. They have since been infilled with unknown material but remain visible due to their 
protruding sills along the exterior. Similarly, there were four windows spaced along the façade, three into the auditorium 
and one into the northwest tenant space, that have all been infilled with an unknown material. There is also an exhaust 
pipe on the west end of the façade. 
 
Rear (East Façade) 
The east façade is comprised of two sections; a lower section abutting the rear property line, and an upper section set back 
about twelve feet. The lower section is the massing of the original apartment while the upper section is the back wall of the 
stage and outlines the barrel vault roof. Covering the lower section is a metal roof that slopes towards the alley. Originally 
this façade had two masonry openings at the apartment level, a window opening with a brick rowlock sill on the south end 
and a door opening towards the north end. The walls were painted clay tile blocks. During the 2007 renovation, the exterior 
walls and window opening were covered with an EIFS system, which remains in-place today. The door opening remains 
uncovered but has been infilled with painted wood siding at an unknown date. A painted, brick chimney is visible above the 
barrel vault roof line and centered on the facade. 
 
Interior 
The theater is made up of three sections: the front of house, the house, and the back of house. There are basements 
underneath the front of house and the back of house that are mainly used for storage and mechanical systems. Above the 
front of house is a mezzanine level that houses the projection room and equipment storage, and above the back of house is 
a small storage loft. 
 
First Floor (Main) 
Having served the community for 92 years, the first floor of the theater has undergone few changes due to its largely open 
floor plan and ability to remain operating as a movie theater. The main entrance, centered on the west façade, consists of 
two modern aluminum doors with full glass lites and opens directly into a small, front lobby. Once inside, a patron is 
ƎǊŜŜǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘǿƻ ƻŦŦǎŜǘ ŎŀǎŜŘ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƘŀƭƭΦ /ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
openings is a wood framed display to advertise the feature film or event. On the south side of the front lobby is the ticket 
window, which projects into the space in the form of a full height cylinder formed by painted vertical wood boards. Across 
the room to the north is a large cased opening that provides access into the north tenant space.  
 

Figure 3: Photo showing updated marquee in the 
late 1950s. Photo courtesy of Amy Frederick. 
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The north tenant space occupies the northwest corner of the building and retains its original rectangular footprint. 
Originally designed as rentable commercial space, it is unclear if the large cased opening on the south wall is original or was 
modified over time to provide direct access between the tenant space and the front lobby. In 1948 this room began to be 
used for concessions and a new serving window was added in the east wall and framed with flat wood casing. On the west 
ǿŀƭƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŦŀœŀŘŜΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŜŘ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻƻŘ Ǉanels set behind the glazing. Two of the panels work as 
ǎƘǳǘǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǎǘŜǊ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ нΩ Ȅ пΩ 
acoustical ceiling tile and grid system, which aligns with the bottom of the arched transom window. Today this space serves 
as a lounge and is decorated with movie posters.   
 
{ǇŀŎŜǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƭƻōōȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŎƪŜǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǎǘŀƛǊǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻƛƭŜǊ ǊƻƻƳΣ 
stairs leading up to the projectioƴ ǊƻƻƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳΦ  
 
¢ƘŜ ǘƛŎƪŜǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǊƻƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ Ƙŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƭŜ ŎŀǊǇŜǘ 
continues from the hall through the ticket office. The walls are painted white, along with the baseboard and trim 
throughout. The ticket office has stained wood trim and a counter halfway up with room for a stool below.  At the west end 
of the room is a painted, two-panel wood door that leads to the office. On the right-hand side of the ticket window is the 
original 1952 rheostat control, which enables staff to raise and lower the brilliance of the auditorium lights. 
 
The south tenant space occupies the southwest corner of the building and retains its original rectangular footprint. It now 
serves as the ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƭŜ ŎŀǊǇŜǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ōǳǘ 
the color scheme changes from purple and gold to blue and magenta. The base is a six-inch blue baseboard, and the 
window and door trims are blue wood trim. The office retains a taller ceiling height with modern drywall on the ceiling with 
a small piece of wood crown molding around the perimeter. On the north wall is the fiberglass residential door that leads to 
the entry bay. This door has a white painted historic wood casing around it. There is also a piece of blue trim about five feet 
off the ground. On the west wall is the arched window matching the one in the north tenant space. On the south wall is a 
wood double hung window with blue trim and a sill height of about four and a half feet.  
 
¢ƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳ ƛǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǿƻ ǊƻƻƳǎΣ ŀƴ ŜƴǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜǘΣ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ-hinged half door. The 
entry has a red tile floor with a six-inch, dark purple painted wood baseboard and white walls. The doorway into the water 
closet has purple painted mortised casing and a half decorative door that is painted purple and white to match. The water 
closet has a concrete floor and a modern suspended acoustical tile ceiling. The walls are painted violet with a purple 
baseboard. A small wood window with blue trim is centered on the south wall. The fixtures are not historic. 
 
¢ƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻōōȅΦ Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿŀƭƭǎΣ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ 
baseboard that is profiled at the top, and a painted single panel wood door. The fixtures are not historic. 
 
Throughout the front-of-house facilities, the colors of gold and purple are used as a palette. Most of the walls have a dark 
purple, painted wainscot with tall, painted baseboard and a pale-yellow painted chair rail. Above the chair rail, the wall is 
finished with a gold fabric wallpaper. The floor is covered with modern carpet and the ceilings are primarily modern 
drywall. Each door opening is framed with historic wood casing, with the head casing extending past the side casing and 
angled at each end. 
 
¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ Ƙŀƭƭ ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳ ƻƴ 
the south end. A concession stand is centered along the east wall of the hall. The west wall of the concession hall was once 
the back of the auditorium.   
 
The carpet from the entry continues throughout the lobby and is used to cover the baseboard of the concession stand. The 
ceiling is a 2x4 drop ceiling that is lower than the entry ceiling. The six-inch baseboard from the entry is copied on this west 
wall as well and is painted pale-yellow, except for where the dark purple strip is, where it is painted dark purple to match. 
The typical door casing is also used in this room. On the west wall, there are the two openings from the entry, along with 
two doors on the south end of the lobby. The southernmost door is a five-paneled painted wood door that leads into a 
wooden staircase to the basement. Adjacent to this door is a half-height three-paneled painted wood door that leads into 
the ticket office. The casing for these doors is different as the head casing continues across both openings and turns the  
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corner and continues across the south wall, doubling as an accent trim. On the south wall there are two openings with five-
ǇŀƴŜƭŜŘ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƻƻŘ ŘƻƻǊǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇŜƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇŜƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛȄ-
inch painted wood baseboard also continues across this wall, terminating at the east wall. On the north wall, there is one 
opening with the wood painted casing and a single-ǇŀƴŜƭŜŘ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƻƻŘ ŘƻƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳΦ ¢ƘŜ 
illuminated signs above the restroom entrances look to be historic. On the east wall, there is the concession counter that 
extends out from the wall itself and two wall openings into the house portion of the theater. The wall has white painted 
wood vertical paneling and no baseboard. Above the large wall opening into the concession stand is a non-historic awning 
covered with painted wood shakes. The concrete floor remains exposed in the concession stand. The two openings into the 
auditorium flank either side of the concession counter and are finished with black curtains. 
 
At the back of the auditorium are three small rectangular rooms, one for the concession stand and two for storage and 
mechanical equipment. The south room has a window on the east wall that looks out into the auditorium. It is used as a cry 
room in addition to storage. The cry room has a grey carpet in it and green floral wallpaper. The concession stand has white 
vertical paneled walls, a white counter, concrete floor, and a sink on the south side. These rooms do not have the historic 
wood casing around their doors. In tƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфулΩǎΣ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ¢ƘŜ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ !Ǌǘǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
building, some seating was removed at the back of the theater to relocate the concession stand from the north business 
room to its current location.  
 
The auditorium is a long rectangular room with a concrete floor that gradually slopes down towards the stage at the east 
end. The original ceiling was a decorative, pressed tin barrel vault ceiling with exposed steel bow trusses. In 1929 a wood 
fiberboard ceiling was suspended below the trusses to help with acoustics. This wood ceiling remains and includes two 
decorative sunburst designs, both over the central seating section with one towards the front of the stage and the other 
towards the back of the theater. The seating has an A, B, A arrangement, with aisles separating the larger center seating 
area from the smaller side sections. The floor is an epoxy painted concrete with carpet runners down the aisles that match 
the carpet in the concession hall and front lobby. The north and south walls are lined with pilasters at regular intervals. 
Lights are mounted to the pilasters and sound absorbing material exists between them. The walls are painted burgundy and 
gold to match the rest of the interior with a four-foot-high wainscot. The ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ мсΩ Ȅ плΩ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ пΩ 
above the seating area at that end of the auditorium. The stage has been covered by modern carpet at an unknown date. 
South of the stage are wood steps that lead up to the stage. In front of the proscenium, flanking each side of the stage are 
short wing walls set at an angle with a framed opening draped with curtains. Beyond the north wing wall are steps that lead 
up to the stage level and through a wall opening into to the back of house. On top of the south wing wall is a large vent. 
Beyond this wall is a pair of exit-only hollow metal doors with access directly to the exterior and an entrance into the 
basement. The curtain for the stage is the original curtain, and its colors are used as the palette for the rest of the building. 
 
The back of house is mostly storage and props for the stage. The walls are concrete and painted halfway up with pink paint. 
The floor is covered with carpet tiles. The entrance into the room has historic mortised casing in a dark wood stain, and on 
the north wall there is another door with similar trim that has been fixed in place. This served as a second means of egress 
out of the space. There is a storage room used for props and scenery that is constructed of OSB board and 2x4s. On the 
south end of the room there is a loft used for storage, made accessible by a wood ladder. Directly below this loft is a large 
mechanical space. There is also a spiral staircase towards the back of the stage that leads to the basement. This staircase 
consists of wood treads with wood board walls and a metal pipe railing around the floor opening. 
 
Attached to the back of stage is an extra space that was originally an apartment but has served a variety of businesses 
overtime, including a photography studio and beauty shop.   
 
Front Mezzanine 
The mezzanine level is built above the commercial tenants, front lobby, and concession hall area at the front of the house. 
!ƴ Ψ[Ω ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǿƻƻŘ ǎǘŀƛǊ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŎŀǊǇŜǘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǊƻƻƳ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ the front lobby. At the top of 
this stair is a wood door faced in tin. The original projection room remains located over the front lobby. At an unknown 
date the projection room was extended over the recessed entrance. A large central wall opening provides access from the 
original projection room into what is now used as a workroom. A group of small wood windows is centered on the west 
ŦŀœŀŘŜΣ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǉǳŜŜΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜΦ ! ƳƻŘŜǊƴ нΩ Ȅ пΩ 
acoustical tile ceiling remains above the original projection room while the workroom area has a plaster ceiling. Two small  
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openings remain at eye-level in the east wall of the projection room, which was originally the historic back wall of the 
auditorium. The north opening is for the camera while the south opening is for the projectionist to observe the film. The 
entire projection room is constructed to be fire-proof. 
 
On the north end of the original projection room is a wood door faced in tin that leads into an unfinished room used for 
film and equipment storage. This room has historic wood flooring and exposed lathe walls. The exterior walls are exposed, 
and the beams of the barrel vault are visible looking east through a small opening above the suspended wood ceiling. On 
the west wall the top of the arch from the window is visible, along with its original wood trim. A small opening in the east 
wall of this room provides access to the crawl space between the barrel roof and historic suspended wood ceiling below the 
steel bow trusses. It is here where one can see the historic, pressed tin ceiling, which originally adorned the barrel vault 
ceiling in the auditorium and exposed steel bow trusses spanning across the auditorium in the north/south direction. 
 
! ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŎƪŜǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƭŜŀŘǎ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƻƻŘ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ Ŏŀǘǿŀƭƪ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ Ƙŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ 
onto a platform above the concession stand. This platform is used for special lighting effects. The linear space between the 
projection room and lighting platform is not used for anything and is enclosed by a historic full-height wood framed wall on 
the east side that hides the original plaster wall on the west side with a central pilaster. 
 
Basement 
The basement under the front of house is accessed by the original wood staircase from the concession hall. The first run 
reaches a concrete landing where the separation between the concrete foundation and interior block walls is visible. A 
portion of the wall reveals the lathe behind the plaster at this separation. The walls and floors are concrete except for the 
south exterior wall where the concrete footing meets the clay tile blocks at about four feet and a small coal chute still 
exists. Some of the original heating equipment, alongside a modern water heater, also remains. 
 
The basement under the stage consists of an open lounge, two dressing rooms, mechanical space, and restrooms. Access to 
this basement is from the spiral staircase at stage level or from a door opening at the south end of the stage, as noted 
previously. A third access point into the basement remains below the center of the stage but has been closed off at an 
unknown date. This may have served as a route from the orchestra pit at the front of the stage to the basement. The doors 
from the auditorium and under the stage are five-paneled painted wood doors. These are like the other doors in the 
ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ нΩ Ȅ пΩ ŀŎƻǳǎǘƛŎ ǇŀƴŜƭ ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ƎǊŜŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ 
so are the base and trim throughout the basement. The north wall is shiplap. It is unknown if there is a basement below the 
apartment.  
 
Integrity and Present Condition 
The Zorn Theatre maintains a high level of integrity to illustrate its association with the recreation, entertainment and social 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ .ƭƻŎƪ ƳƻǾƛŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ǘȅǇŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ǎŜǾŜƴ 
aspects: 
 
ω Location: The location of the original building has been preserved as it has not been moved. The building remains 

located on the east side of the courthouse square, fronting Chief Street, the main thoroughfare through downtown. 
The chosen location appealed to Zorn as it was close to downtown yet had the advantage of ample parking space and 
faced the courthouse square. The lots, which were vacant north of the theater at the time of construction, have since 
been filled with stand-alone commercial buildings, thus preserving this ideal.   

 
ω DesignΥ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΩǎ ŦƻǊƳΣ ƳŀǎǎƛƴƎΣ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭƛƴƎ Ƙave been well maintained. Zorn drew inspiration from the 

Hippodrome Theatre his father owned to create his own example of a Commercial Block movie theater in this region. 
¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭȅ ǇƭŀƛƴΣ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛon of what the small community 
desired. On the exterior, the arched brick openings, large display windows, recessed entrance, and marquee have been 
preserved. Interior features and spaces have also been maintained and contribute to the integrity of the building. 
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ω SettingΥ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ 

sense that the theater is indeed historic. During the period of construction, the property was bound on the south by a 
gas station, west by the courthouse, north by vacant lots, and east by residences. Despite the commercial development 
to the north, the immediate setting has changed very little over time. The gas station to the south (built around the 
same time as the theater) and courthouse share a similar level of integrity. The alley at the back of the property also 
remains.  

 
ω MaterialsΥ 9ȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ǊŜǇŀƛǊǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

clay tile block walls, and wood framed interior remain intact. The different colors of brick chosen for the main body of 
the primary façade enhance the character and articulate the form of the building. Not only does the choice and 
combination of materials reveal the preference of the owner and builder, but they also indicate the availability of 
materials and technologies in this area during a specific period in history. 

 
ω Workmanship: The quality workmanship and durable materials used on this building have guaranteed its endurance 

against weathering and deterioration. The brick detailing on the primary façade is proof of the skill and talent of the 
original builders and craftsman who installed such work.  

 
ω Feeling: From the moment you arrive outside to the time you get inside, thŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ 

intact because modern development and technologies have not encroached on its sightlines. 
 
ω AssociationΥ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ 

intact. The Zorn Theatre remains as one of the most distinctive and identifiable buildings in Benkelman. The fact that 
the theater is so well preserved is a sign of its practical design, how important it is to the history of the community, and 
how worthy it is of preservation. An early patron of the theater would easily recognize the building if he/she were to 
walk by it today. 

 
Overall, the building is in good condition. Several of its historic elements remain and have been well maintained.  
 
Future Plans 
A grant has been secured and as of late 2020 work is underway to refurbish and restore the historic marquee on the front 
of the theater. Further maintenance repairs are also underway on the front, west façade which include paint touch ups. 
Once additional funds are raised, the plan is to update the front lobby. 
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8.  Statement of Significance 

 
Applicable National Register Criteria 
όaŀǊƪ ά·έ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ōƻȄŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
property for National Register listing.) 
 

X A Property is associated with events that 
have made a significant contribution to 
the broad patterns of our history.   

 B Property is associated with the lives of 
persons significant in our past.   

X C Property embodies the distinctive 
characteristics of a type, period, or 
method of construction or represents the 
work of a master, or possesses high 
artistic values, or represents a significant 
and distinguishable entity whose 
components lack individual distinction. 

 

 

 D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield 
information important in prehistory or 
history.   

 

Criteria Considerations 
όaŀǊƪ ά·έ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇƭȅΦύ 
 

Property is: 

 A Owned by a religious institution or used 
for religious purposes.   

 B Removed from its original location. 

 C A birthplace or a grave. 

 D A cemetery. 

 E 
A reconstructed building, object, or 
structure. 

 F A commemorative property. 

 G Less than 50 years of age or achieved 
significance within the past 50 years.   

 
 

 
Areas of Significance  

(Enter categories from instructions.) 

A: Entertainment/Recreation 

A: Social History 

C: Architecture 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Period of Significance 

1928 ς 1971 

 

 
 

Significant Dates 

1929: Drop ceiling installed below tin ceiling 

1950: North business room converted into a sweet shop 

1953: First theater in tri-state area to show 3D movies 

 
Significant Person  
(Complete if Criterion B is marked above.) 

N/A 

 
 

Cultural Affiliation 

N/A 

 

 
 

Architect/Builder 

Architect: N/A 

Builder: C.J. Erickson 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph  

 
¢ƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ мфну ǘƻ мфтм όǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άрл-ȅŜŀǊ ǊǳƭŜέύ under Criterion A in 
the area of Entertainment/Recreation for its association with Edward & Marie Zorn, theater entrepreneurs, who continually 
adapted to changes in the film industry and largely contributed to the entertainment sector of Benkelman and the 
surrounding tri-state area of Nebraska, Colorado, and Kansas. It is further significant under Criterion A in the area of Social 
History as an excellent example of a multi-purpose movie theater that also functioned as a community center, where 
residents of Benkelman and its neighboring communities gathered for social, commerce, celebratory, patriotic, and 
commemorative events.  
 
Finally, it is significant under Criterion C in the area of Architecture as an example of a Commercial Block movie theater 
building type as identified in the Historic Movie Theaters in Nebraska Multiple Property Documentation Form. Built in 1928, 
the construction of the Zorƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ 
 

Narrative Statement of Significance  

 

Criterion A: %Ä×ÁÒÄ Ǫ -ÁÒÉÅ :ÏÒÎȭÓ 2ÏÌÅ ÁÓ 3ÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ %ÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ %ÎÔÅÒÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔ 3ÅÃÔÏÒ 

 
In the 1920s, live theater and cinema both had a presence in American society. Broadway and vaudeville were reaching 
their peak and the cinema industry was growing too due to the improvement of sound in movies which made longer talking 
films a reality. In Hollywood, numerous small studios were taken over and turned into larger studios, creating the Studio 
System that would run American film making. These studios were releasing an average of 800 films a year during this 
ŘŜŎŀŘŜΣ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ рллΦ2 As urban populations continued to boom, cinema became a part of city life 
and continued to extend its influence to smaller towns across the country. Buildings began to be built for the sole purpose 
of showing motion pictures in an attractive, sometimes luxurious, atmosphere. Most motion picture theaters built in 
Nebraska, outside of the urban centers, were relatively modest and owned and operated by local citizens.  

 
9ŘǿŀǊŘ ½ƻǊƴΩǎ 5ǊŜŀƳ ǘƻ .ŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ {ǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 9ƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 
 
Those with a passion for the arts were among the early pioneers to seek out either an existing building or erect a new 
building for the purpose of entertaining via the growing movie medium. One such individual was Edward Zorn, whose love 
for entertainment and familiarity with the movie theater business, baǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ 
construct the Zorn Theatre in Benkelman, Nebraska in 1928.  

 
9ŘǿŀǊŘ IŜǊƳŀƴ ½ƻǊƴΣ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ tƘƛƭƛǇ WΦ ŀƴŘ aŀǊƛŀ ά{ŀƴǘŀέ ½ƻǊƴΣ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ƴŜŀǊ hǎƘƪƻǎƘΣ bŜōǊŀǎƪŀ ƛƴ DŀǊŘŜƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ƻƴ 
March 28, 1900. He grew up with seven siblings. In 1903, his parents moved to Colorado, residing on different farms near 
Sedgwick and Julesburg. 3 Then when Edward turned seven years old, he moved with his parents to Julesburg where he 
received his education and his father opened a bowling and billiards hall.4 

 
After graduating high school in 1918, Edward returned to Oshkosh where he began his own farming operations. On 
November 23, 1920 he married Marie Josephine Vocke at Grand Island, Nebraska.  
 
Lƴ мфноΣ 9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ōƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ IƛǇǇƻŘrome Theatre in Julesburg, Colorado and he began working there part time 
with his father and brothers.5 During this same time, Edward was struggling on his farm. Several very dry years resulted in 
low yields or even non-existent crops and he began to look at other opportunities to make a living.  

                                                                    
2 CƛƭƳ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфнлΩǎΦ www.filmsite.org. Date Accessed 26 October, 2020. 
3 ά9ŘǿŀǊŘ IΦ ½ƻǊƴ 5ƛŜŘ {ǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ¢Ƙƛǎ ²ŜŜƪΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 10 August, 1942, 1. 
4 άtƘƛƭƛǇ WΦ ½ƻǊƴΦέ Cƛnd A Grave - Memorial. Accessed 11 November 2020 
(https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/24185850/philip-j_-zorn) 
5 άIƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ IƛǇǇƻŘǊƻƳŜ !Ǌǘǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊΦ !ŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ нс hŎǘƻōŜǊ нлнл όhttp://hippodromeartscentre.com/?q=history) 

http://www.filmsite.org/
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In June 1927 Edward ventured to Benkelman and purchased the Lyric Theatre and movie business from Leon L. Hines. The 
Lyric Theatre was built around 1886 and was located across the alley to the west of the Farmers and Merchants State Bank 
located at 601 Chief Street. In its early years the building was used by local musicians and patrons for dancing, skating, and 
ŀƴ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƘƻǿΦ [ŀǘŜǊ IƛƴŜǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǎƘƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ wΦ5Φ ŀƴŘ DŜƻǊƎŜ ²Φ Druliner and 
moved it into the Lyric building. However, since Hines was operating the movie theater as a side business to his law firm, 
the pressure of his other business led him to sell his interest to Edward.6 

 
9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ȅǊƛŎ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ŎŀƳe as no surprise, as he came from a family 
well versed in the amusement business, his father owning theaters at Julesburg, 
Colorado and Oshkosh, Nebraska.7 9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘΣ ǿŀǎ ǘŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
overseeing the theater over the course of the summer until Edward could arrange his 
ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴΦ ά²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 
influence in the education and training of young folks and that poor pictures are a 
ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ aǊΦ IƛƴŜǎΩ Ŝxample in presenting 
only the best of pictures, with clean comedy and good entertainment, growing as the 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƎǊƻǿǎΣ ŦƻǊ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜΦέ8 
 
During this time innovations in sound-on-film were taking hold in Hollywood and 
beyond and Edward knew to be successful he had to either update the old Lyric 
Theatre or build a new, modern movie house more suitable for the changing film 
technology. By August, Edward and his father purchased Lot 8, Block 44 within the 
Second Addition of Benkelman for a price of $2,000 and began planning for a new 
theater building.9 The lot was located at the north end of Main Street (now called 
Chief Street) and appealed to him because it was close to downtown, had the 
advantage of ample parking space for his patrons, and faced the courthouse square. 
²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻŦ мфнтΣ 9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ƎŀǾŜ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŜ 
financial backing to fund the construction of the new theater building. Completed in 
1928, the new building ǿŀǎ плΩ Ȅ мплΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ōǊƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƭŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ 
9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ŦŀŎŜŘ ǿŜǎǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ /ƘƛŜŦ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǘƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
.ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴΩǎ ŘƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƴŀƳŜd the Zorn Theatre.  
 
The Lyric Theatre was vacated as a movie picture show house once the new Zorn Theatre was built. The last showing at the 
[ȅǊƛŎ ǿŀǎ ά/ǊŀŘƭŜ {ƴŀǘŎƘŜǊǎΣέ ƻƴ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ тΣ мфнуΦ10 It was used afterwards for various lines of business, including the 
.ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ IŀǘŎƘŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ 9Ř IΦ /ƻȄΩǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {ǘƻǊŜΤ ǘƘǳǎΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴΦ11 12 

 
½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΩǎ 5Ŝōǳǘ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ¢ƛƳŜ ƻŦ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ 
 
The new theater opened its doors for the first time on February 8, 1928, with the presentation of Mrs. Wallace Reid in the 
ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ {ŀǘƛƴ ²ƻƳŀƴΣέ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǇƛŜŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦ13 While this feature was a silent 
film, it was just months until sound films made their way to the market and the Zorn was ready. 
 
In fact, they were one of the first theaters in this region to abandon the old and accept the new and in the years that 
followed, Benkelman theater goers enjoyed many first run pictures. A downside of being on the cutting edge was that not  

                                                                    
6 ά[ȅǊƛŎ /ƘŀƴƎŜǎ IŀƴŘǎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 10 June, 1927, 1. 
7 άbŜǿ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ tǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 12 August, 1927, 1. 
8 ά/ƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 10 June, 1927, 5. 
9 άxΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 26 August, 1927, 1. 
10 ά!ǘ ǘƘŜ [ȅǊƛŎ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊΣέ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜƳŜƴǘΣ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 03 February, 1928, 8. 
11 ά²Ǌŀȅ IŀǘŎƘŜǊȅ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ [ŜŀǎŜǎ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ IŜǊŜΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 20 September, 1929, 1. 
12 άRandom ThoughtΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 18 February, 1944, 2. 
13  άbŜǿ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 03 February, 1928, 1. 

Figure 4: Portrait of Edward Zorn. The 
Benkelman Post and News Chronicle. 03 
February, 1928. 
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everything worked smoothly. By 1929, considerable work was already underway on the interior of the building to improve 
ǘƘŜ ŀŎƻǳǎǘƛŎǎΦ ¢ƻ ǘƻƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΣ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǿƻƻŘ ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊŜƭ ǾŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǘƛƴ ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎΦ 
 
In 1930, Benkelman-native Ward Bond, who got his first steps in the movie business taking tickets at the Lyric Theater for 
aǊΦ IƛƴŜǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƻǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ ά{ŀƭǳǘŜέ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΦ 14 Later that same year, as Ward Bond rapidly made a 
name for himself in the talking picture field, Edward made sure to feature his films knowing that the local connection would 
ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ǇŀǘǊƻƴǎΦ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŀ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ .ƻƴŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀǘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǘƛƴŜŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ά.ƛƎ 
¢Ǌŀƛƭ ƻƴ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊΩǎ 5ŀȅΣέ15 in which he played a starring role. Traveling shows such as vaudevilles and comedians would 
often come to the theater. Sometimes the theater would be fortunate in booking the screen version of the live shows, one 
of which was the comedian group the Harry Dunbar players. 
 
While the Great Depression crippled the global economy, bankrupting millions of people and prompting mass 
unemployment, Hollywood reached a pinnacle of influence in society. The talking pictures provided Americans crucial relief 
and a therapeutic diversion from this tough time with ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀŘ άƘŀǇǇȅ ŜƴŘƛƴƎǎΦέ16 In the early 1930s, 
an American movie ticket would buy a cartoon, a newsreel, a B-feature and the main film. In Benkelman during this period, 
people also came to the Zorn Theatre with nickels and dimes to sit in the theater to get relief from the heat, as it was well 
equipped with a modern cooling system. 
 
The Zorn Theatre remained successful throughout the Great Depression. Like other theater operators, Edward and Marie 
had to expand the scope of their business to maintain revenue while being frugal with overhead expenses. During this time, 
they began to sell concessions to bring in additional revenue. They also ran double features. The Zorn was affiliated with 
the major movie theater chain, Fox. Fox controlled which films the theater received, when and for how long. Independent 
theater owners, such as the Zorn family, were usually forced to acquire films by block-booking, meaning they received one 
or two highly desirable films and a larger amount of lower grade films. Many shows were geared towards children, adults, 
specific holidays, or current events. 
 
With the success of the theater in Benkelman, Edward expanded his theater business. In March 1931, he purchased the 
Gem Theatre from E.J. Walters in Trenton, Nebraska and took over management of the theater there, expecting to operate 
it in connection with the Zorn Theatre. He made some changes and the interior was redecorated.17 However, five months 
later, an explosion in the projection room of the Gem Theatre caused fire damage.18 By November the Gem was repaired 
ŀƴŘ ǊŜƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άǘŀƭƪƛŜǎΦέ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ DŜƳ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΦ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
proceeds from the Zorn Theatre to go to farm sales and buy land for 50 cents an acre. This allowed him to get back into 
farming.19 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ aŀǊƛŜΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΦ 
 
Zorn continued to keep pace with the nation in theater improvements, adding to his investment whenever possible to 
improve his services. In 1932, he replaced the original equipment, which had a mechanical, tin sound, with new equipment 
ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǘƻƴŜΦ ά²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
best in the state and further ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎƘƻǿ ƘƻǳǎŜΦέ 20 Additional improvements made in 
the mid-1930s included the installation of a Hertner transverter, automatic reflector arc lamps, sound screen to further 
improve the sound quality and better presentation of good pictures.21 He also broadened his offerings by adding a news 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ άōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƴŜǿǎ ǘƻǇƛŎǎέ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǊǳǊŀƭ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ22 

                                                                    
14 Advertisement, The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 21 March, 1930, 4. 
15 Advertisement, The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 26 December, 1930, 1. 
16 Bohn, Thomas W. and Richard L. Stromgren. Light and Shadows: A History of Motion Pictures. Third Edition, Mountain 
View, CA: Mayfield Publishing Company, 1987. 
17 ά¢ǊŜƴǘƻƴ bŜǿǎΣέ The Culbertson Progress, 18 March, 1931, 12. 
18 άCƛǊŜ {ǘŀǊǘǎ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ bƻ hƴŜ {ǳŦŦŜǊǎ LƴƧǳǊȅΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 02 October, 1931, 1. 
19 Oral History interview with Anitta Kitt (2020) by Abby Hegemann, Alley Poyner Macchietto Architecture, Inc. 
20 ά½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ Lƴǎǘŀƭƭǎ bŜǿ {ƻǳƴŘ 9ǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 30 September, 1932, 1. 
21  Zorn Theatre Advertisement, The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 21 December, 1934, 5. 
22 The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 27 September, 1935, 5. 
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Zorn also paid attention to keeping his theater attractive. To better call attention to his establishment, he installed a large 
two-ŎƻƭƻǊ ƴŜƻƴ ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘŜŘΣ άƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƳƻǾƛŜ 
ƘƻǳǎŜǎΦέ23 Furthermore in 1937, Edward designed and installed a new electric curtain over ǘƘŜ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ǎŎǊŜŜƴΣ άǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
past few cash nights has been drawing deep wine drapes from the sides of the stage across and in front of the silver screen 
when the drawings take place. The electric device is operated from the projection booth and is the type that is used in all 
the larger theaters. Elaborate drapes of the same material of which the curtain is made has been draped over the theater to 
ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΦέ24   
 
By August 16, 1940, Edward Zorn, his mother Santa, brother Lynn and sister Pearl independently owned and operated four 
theaters in the tri-state area: located in Oshkosh, NE, Chappell, NE, Julesburg, CO, and Benkelman, NE. These towns were all 
within close proximity of one another (the farthest being 130 miles between Oshkosh and Benkelman). This helped to 
establish a reputation in the area amongst their patrons and assisted the Zorn family members by allowing them to share 
advice on business trends. Edward attended to business matters in Denver quite often, securing new films to show in his 
theaters.  
 
On November 29, 1942, at the age of 42 years old, Edward passed away suddenly in his sleep at his ranch house a few miles 
ǎƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ .ǳǊƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻ ƻƴ ƭŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎs of his theater business, 
9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ DǊŜŀǘ 5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ сплл ŀŎǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƘŀŘ ǎŜŜŘŜŘ мслл 
acres of wheat. He had from 300-400 head of cattle on the ranch and more than 100 head of hogs. His farming and ranching 
business had grown to a point that he, like several others engaged in ranching operations, found himself greatly strained 
through the lack of help. He made trips to the ranch whenever emergencies existed, 
which sometimes was three weeks or only a few days, which meant his wife Marie was 
managing the theater while he was away. 
 
After Edward passed away, Marie took over the management of the theater and 
continued to operate it with the same grand view ς ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ½ƻǊƴ άƳƻǘǘƻές to 
entertain their patrons with the best equipment possible and with the best and latest 
movies. She continued to make improvements such as new movie projection and sound 
equipment, a new marquee, carpeting, new seats and an air-conditioning system. It was 
during this time that the original wood seats were replaced with steel, pivot seats with 
padded backs and wood arms. These seats were finished in aqua shade leather and the 
ōŀŎƪǎ ŀ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǘŀƴ ŎƻƭƻǊΦ άLƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ǎŜŀǘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
rows, Mrs. Zorn has arranged them in an offset manner so that no one sits ahead of 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜǎΦέ25 !ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфплΩǎΣ ŀ ŎǊȅ 
ǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ŎƭƻǎŜǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳǎΦ ά!ǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
orderly family trade was the goal of the model theater, and with such a woman in charge, 
ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦέ26  
 
Zorn Theatre Under New Management ς Merle Gwin 
 
Fortunately, film attendance continued to grow and be strong through the years of World War II. During this time, Edward 
ŀƴŘ aŀǊƛŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭƭȅ ǘƻƻƪ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŜȄǘǊŀ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳ 
ground that Edward had previously purchased. In November 1948, with her girls married and her husband deceased, Marie 
 

                                                                    
23 The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 27 September, 1935, 5. 
24 ά½ƻǊƴ Lƴǎǘŀƭƭǎ bŜǿ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ /ǳǊǘŀƛƴ hǾŜǊ {ƛƭǾŜǊ {ŎǊŜŜƴΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 04 June, 1937, 1. 
25 άbŜǿ {Ŝŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƻƭƛƴƎ tƭŀƴǘ ŀǘ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 30 July, 1948, 1. 
26 Fuller-{ŜŜƭŜȅΣ YŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ YŀǊŜƴ ²ŀǊŘ aŀƘŀǊΦ ά9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ²ƻƳŜƴΥ DŜƴŘŜǊΣ {ƘƻǿƳŀƴǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ 
of Film Exhibition in the United States, 1900-мфолΦέ Lƴ WŀƴŜ DŀƴŜǎΣ wŀŘƘŀ ±ŀǘǎŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ aƻƴƛŎŀ 5ŀƭƭΩAsta, eds. Women Film 
Pioneers Project. Center for Digital Research and Scholarship, New York, NY: Columbia University Libraries, 2013. Web. 19 
November, 2020. 

Figure 5: Portrait of Marie Zorn. 
Photo courtesy of Anita Kitt. 
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decided to retire and the theater was sold to Merle Gwin of Denver. Gwin had been in the movie industry for many years as 
a salesman for Radio-Keith-Orpheum Pictures (RKO). He moved his wife and family from Denver to Benkelman. 
 
Over the coming years, Gwin made some physical improvements, modernized the film projection equipment, and exhibited 
ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿŜǎǘ ŦƛƭƳǎΦ Lƴ мфрл ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀ ǎǿŜŜǘ ǎƘƻǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǊƻƻƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΦ Lƴ мфрнΣ άǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ 
lights were removed from the ceiling and rear lights operating from a rheostat control enabled the management to raise 
and lower the brilliance of the auditorium lights, especially during periods of crowd movement. New aisle lights provide 
illumination for ǘƘŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ǎƛŘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΦέ27  In September 1953, 
Zorn Theatre movie patrons were the first in the tri-state area to see 3D movies, as Gwin brought the great outdoor epic 
άCƻǊǘ ¢ƛέ ƛƴ о5 ŀƴŘ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎƻƭƻǊ, to the theater. It was a new film process that received much enthusiasm in the cities; 
ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƛƴǘǊƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ άŘƻǳōǘŦǳƭ ƛŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōǊƛƴƎ it 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƻƴǎΦέ28  
 
aŜǊƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŦƛrst to show three-dimension features and pioneered CinemaScope in the territory, being the first theatre 
in a hundred-mile circle to bring the new process to its patrons. The theatre had a following from all surrounding towns and 
maintained a large mailing list of regular out-of-ǘƻǿƴ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΦέ29 CinemaScope brought a new dimensional photographic 
marvel that did not require the use of special glasses to give depth and life-like proportions to everything within the scope 
of the camera.  To the casual theater ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ 
development of film projection may not have been appreciated, but to those who were abreast with the industry, it was 
hailed with great zest and enthusiasm. As part of adopting the CinemaScope technology, the stage and front of the theater 
were remodeled, and a new wide screen installed. Other improvements to the projection mechanism and sound equipment 
brought the transmission of life-like pictures and thrilling Stereophonic sound, which placed the patrons in the midst of the 
screen as sounds emerged from all parts of the theater instead of just from the screen, as in the former process. The 
ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƛƴŜƳŀ{ŎƻǇŜ ǿŀǎ ά¢ƘŜ wƻōŜΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ŧilm seen in Denver by local 
boosters who urged him to bring the film to the Zorn.30  
 
A vital role of the theater manager was to secure the latest films.  

 
In 1955, Gwin was invited to the Metro-Goldywn-aŀȅŜǊΩǎ όaDaύ Ψ¢ƛŎƪŜǘ-{ŜƭƭƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΣΩ ŀ ƻƴŜ-day 
meeǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ƳŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wƻŎƪȅ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ŀǊŜŀ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōȅ aDaΩǎ 5ŜƴǾŜǊ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ 
was to convey to theater owners and managers, ideas for attracting greater patronage at their box-offices. 
Hollywood was introducing better attractions via the many new screen techniques including, wide screen, 
CinemaScope, VistaVision, stereophonic sound, etc. The campaign promoted the idea that if local theater men 
plan his advertising campaigns to take advantage of this public alertness to the new pictures, he would benefit 
at the box-office as well as guarantee his patrons will not miss any attractions for which they have developed 
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ Ψǿŀƴǘ-to-ǎŜŜΦΩ 31 

 
Marie Zorn Regains Ownership of the Zorn Theatre 
 
Despite all these efforts to keep up with the latest technology, a combination of factors, including competition with the 
television and the post-World War II baby boom, led to dwindling movie attendance and sales at the Zorn Theatre, along 
with theaters throughout the United States by the 1950Ωs.  This ultimately pushed Gwin to close the theater in January 
1957.32 Dǿƛƴ ǎƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ aŀǊƛŜ ½ƻǊƴ ƛƴ мфртΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΣ ά¢ƘŜ YƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ LΣέ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜ-opening feature.33 People 

                                                                    
27 ά½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ bŜŀǊǎ 9ƴŘ ƻŦ wŜƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ WƻōΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 20 June, 1952, 1. 
28 ά½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ {ŎƻƻǇǎ !ǊŜŀ ƛƴ {ƘƻǿƛƴƎ о-5 aƻǾƛŜΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 10 September, 1953, 1. 
29 ά½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǘƻ /ƭƻǎŜ ƻƴ {ǳƴŘŀȅ ς ¢ŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ CƻǊŎŜǎ CƛǊƳ ǘƻ {ǳǎǇŜƴŘ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ The Benkelman Post and 
News Chronicle, 24 January, 1957, 1. 
30 άΩ¢ƘŜ wƻōŜΩ Lǎ ½ƻǊƴΩǎ CƛǊǎǘ /ƛƴŜƳŀ{ŎƻǇŜ tǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 17 June, 1954, 1. 
31 ά.ǳȅǎ aǳŎƘ 5ŜǎƛǊŜŘ CƛƭƳǎ ŀǘ 5ŜƴǾŜǊ aƻǾƛŜ aŜŜǘƛƴƎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 20 January, 1955, 1. 
32 ά½ƻǊƴ Lƴ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ 5ŀǊƪΤ 9Φ aŜǊƭŜ Dǿƛƴ ǘƻ 5ŜƴǾŜǊΣέ Box Office 16 February, 1957, NC-1. 
33 ά½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǘƻ wŜ-ƻǇŜƴ {ǳƴŘŀȅΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 18 April, 1957, 1. 
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of southwest Nebraska and northwest Kansas had become accustomed to the latest in fine pictures made available to them 
by the Zorn Theatre. She had the theater open every night of the week. Marie had earned the trust of the desirable family 
trade through special events, discount nights, and catering to children.  
 
Zorn Theatre Leased to Marvin Sigwing 
 
At the age of 63, Marie began to lease ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǘƻ aŀǊǾƛƴ άaǳǘǘέ {ƛƎǿƛƴƎΣ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ-time photographer and resident 
of Benkelman. From 1964 to 1978, Sigwing managed the theater and operated the Sigwing Photography Studio in the back 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ άtŀǊŜƴǘ bƛƎƘǘǎέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 
nights. 
 
Due to the continued increase in television viewership and the small population in the area, the movie crowd gradually 
decreased to a point where Sigwing decided to close the Zorn Theatre in August of 1979.34 Sigwing relinquished his lease 
and the theater building was purchased from the Zorn family by a group of civic minded citizens with hopes of preserving 
the theater and keeping it operating as a functional movie theater. This group created a non-ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ 
.ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ !Ǌǘǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊΦέ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƴƻǾŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфулΩǎ 
and again in 2007. Despite being faced with constant financial problems over the years, resilient volunteers have kept it up 
and running. Several families help make popcorn and sell concessions.  First run movies are shown on Fridays, Saturdays, 
and Sundays in the spring, summer, and fall. It continues to be a sought-after venue for community plays, blue grass 
concerts and special performances. Currently, there is seating for 375.  
 

Criterion A: Social History Role of the Zorn Theatre as a Multi-purpose Community Center 

 

The formation and presence of movie theaters in communities across Nebraska was and continues to be important to the 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ 5ŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ 
theaters tended to be used as multi-purpose buildings that provided assembly space for lectures, meetings, concerts, films, 
performance, and even certain types of sporting events.  
 
This was the case at the Zorn Theatre, which over the course of its period of significance also served as a community center 
for the people of Benkelman. People gathered at the Zorn for various social, commerce, celebratory, patriotic, and 
commemorative events, giving the theater a purpose and value beyond the entertainment shown on the screen. While 
these community events did entertain people, the main goal was to bring people together from all walks of life to raise 
funds, educate, and/or promote the welfare of society. By spending time with family, friends, and others in the community, 
these events also nurtured healthy relationships and were a great networking opportunity for working with professionals 
and leaders within the community. For local participants and spectators, the theater experience at these events further 
sparked imagination, concentration, and social awareness. 
 
[ƻŎŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ [ŜƎƛƻƴΣ ²ƻƳŀƴΩǎ /ƭǳōΣ ŀƴŘ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƘŜƭŘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 
organizations were committed to sponsoring programs and events within the community to better morale and physical 
conditions, especially with the youth. They also operated exclusively for educational and charitable purposes, including the 
promotion of community welfare. It was common practice for members to volunteer or participate in sponsored events, 
which encouraged social opportunities and self-improvement. Majority of their events featured live entertainment and 
showcased local talent. For events at the Zorn, that meant close cooperation and collaboration with the theater manager to 
ensure the event ran smoothly and was a success. While the Zorn Theatre was not used on an annual basis for long by any 
one group, it was continually used for outreach by all and known as a place that would welcome a variety of events.  
 
In the early years, the Zorn Theatre was used as a venue for American Legion boxing matches. Boys from Benkelman and 
ŀŘƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻǿƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ bŜōǊŀǎƪŀ ŀƴŘ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ [ŜƎƛƻƴ ōƻȄƛƴƎ ŎŀǊŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ  
 

                                                                    
34 Box Office, August 13, 1979. 
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at the Zorn Theatre filled its capacity and gave the boxing fans one of the best exhibitions every presented in the city. The 
LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ ŘǊǳƳ ŀƴŘ ōǳƎƭŜ ŎƻǊǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘƻǊȅ ŘŀƴŎŜ ōŀƴŘ ŦǳǊƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ ƳǳǎƛŎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƻǊΦέ35  
 
¢ƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ [ŜƎƛƻƴ ƛƴ мфну ǎǘŀƎŜŘ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ CƻƭƭƛŜǎΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǾŜǊ сл ƭƻŎŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎƳŀƴΣ άǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ƻŦ 
masculine creation being transformed to effeminate gracefulness, touching the high spots in choruses, ballet dances, Gypsy 
ǎƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƴŎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦέ36 ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ά!ǳƴǘ [ǳŎƛŀΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǾŜǊ мрл local people as characters. 
 
In 1932, charity entertainment was held at the Zorn Theatre around Christmas to bring Christmas cheer to poor families of 
ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŎƭǳōǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ .ŜƴƪŜƭƳŀƴ ²ƻƳŀƴΩǎ /ƭǳō ŀƴŘ [ƛƻƴǎ /ƭǳōΣ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳnity 
entertainment at the Zorn Theatre, which was furnished for vocal numbers, tap dancing, and performances. Music was 
provided by members of the local school band and orchestra organizations, a one-ŀŎǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŀƴΩǎ /ƭǳōΣ ŀƴŘ 
another play by high school talent.37 Admission to the show was ten cents alongside donations of nonperishable foods, 
which were taken at the box office. 
 
Lƴ мфрсΣ ŀ ²ƻƳŀƴΩǎ /ƭǳō ǘŀƭŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΦ38 
 
Small groǳǇǎ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ǘƻǿƴǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴΦ ά! ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ƭŀŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƪǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ /ƭǳō 
presented their 3-act comedy play to a local audience at the Zorn Theater Monday night. The title of the comedy was 
Ψ/ƭǳōōƛƴƎ ŀ IǳǎōŀƴŘΦΩ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀŘƛŜǎ Ƙŀve presented the play at Parks and are planning on presenting it to a Haigler audience 
ǎƻƻƴΦέ39 
 
To help fund trips to larger towns nearby to compete in musical contests, the Benkelman High School Glee Club would often 
hold plays at the theater and have the ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘǊŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƳǳǎƛŎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿƛǎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀƴƪ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ 
to make the play a success by your financial aid. The proceeds for the evening were $106.25. The expenses of the opera will 
be around $70, leaving a net profit of about $35.ллΦέ40 Box suppers were held at the theater in which after a picture show, 
ōƻȄŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƻƭŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦǳƴŘǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ-fourth the sum of all tickets sold in 
advance will go to the high school and used to buy stage equipmeƴǘΦέ41 Post junior-senior prom theater parties were also 
ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΦ ά¢ƘŜ ƳƛŘƴƛƎƘǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǿŀǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŀǊƛŜ ½ƻǊƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƻ 
ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳ ŀ ƳŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴΦέ42 
 
The Benkelman Chamber of Commerce and Dundy County Farm Bureau also used the Zorn. Since the theater had a raised 
stage, screen, and was well suited for acoustics, it also served as a great venue for lectures and auctions. Several lectures, 
sponsored by the Benkelman Chamber of Commerce, were given over the years. These included a program in 1928, in 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ά²Φ.Φ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ƻŦ DǊŜŜƭŜȅΣ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ōŜŀƴǎ ƛƴ 5ǳƴŘȅ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ŀǘ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊΣ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎƳŜƴΩǎ aŀǘƛƴŜŜ Ǉǳǘ ƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 5ǳƴōŀǊ tƭŀȅŜǊǎΦέ43  
 
Lƴ мфосΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ 5ǳƴŘȅ /ƻǳƴǘȅ CŀǊƳ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΦ άLǘ ƘŀŘ 
been planned to hold this meeting in the district court room, but officials soon discovered that the seating capacity would 
be inadequate to take care of the large gathering. Even the Zorn Theatre which has a seating capacity between five and six 
ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀǊΦέ44 The meeting provided instructive talks by 
prominent local representatives and plays and music by local clubs. 

                                                                    
35 ά[ŜƎƛƻƴ .ƻȄƛƴƎ /ŀǊŘ ƛǎ 9ȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ {ǘǊƻƴƎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 13 April, 1928, 1. 
36 άCƻƭƭƛŜǎ /ŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ¢ƻǿƴ ƛƴ ¢ǿƻ tǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 27 February, 1928, 1. 
37 ά/ƘŀǊƛǘȅ 9ƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ½ƻǊƴ bŜȄǘ ²ŜŘƴŜǎŘŀȅΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 16 December, 1932, 1. 
38 The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 08 November, 1956, 5. 
39 άtŀǊƪǎ /ƭǳō [ŀŘƛŜǎ tǊŜǎŜƴǘ tƭŀȅ IŜǊŜΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 24 February, 1928, 1. 
40 άIƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ hǇŜǊŜǘǘŀ {ŎƻǊŜǎ .ƛƎ {ǳŎŎŜǎǎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 30 March, 1928, 1. 
41 ά.ΦIΦ{Φ bƻǘŜǎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 10 February, 1928, 3. 
42 άWŀȅŎŜŜǎ 9ƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴ !ŦǘŜǊ WǳƴƛƻǊ-{ŜƴƛƻǊ tǊƻƳΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 05 May, 1960, 1. 
43 ά.Ŝŀƴ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊ {ŀǘΩ5ŀȅΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 13 April, 1928, 5. 
44 άCŀǊƳ .ǳǊŜŀǳ aŜŜǘƛƴƎ 5ǊŜǿ [ŀǊƎŜ !ǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ¢ǳŜǎŘŀȅΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 14 February, 1936, 1. 
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During the 1950s, during the annual Dundy County Farm & Home Days, educational programs were held at the Zorn 
¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ōƛƎ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ of interest to 
farmers at the Zorn Theatre when Dr. S.W. Alfred and Richard Ford of the University of Nebraska will speak on subjects of 
great interest to everyone in the farming business. In the afternoon, a special program will be held for women on the 
iƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ Ψ[ƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IƻƳŜΦΩ DŜǊǎƛƭŘŀ DǳǘƘǊƛŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ bŜōǊŀǎƪŀ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊΦέ45 
 
For several years, public land auctions were also held at the Zorn Theatre. 
 
The theater owners themselves also contributed to the community efforts. Under the Zorn ownership, there were free 
movies, especially around Christmas when Santa Clause came and passed out treats. Merle Gwin also held an annual free 
ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΦ ά{ƛȄ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘƘe Benkelman Chamber of 
/ƻƳƳŜǊŎŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ ŜǾŜƴǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘƛǎ {ŀǘǳǊŘŀȅ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ ƘƻǊǎŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ¢ǿƻ ¢ƘƻǊƻǳƎƘōǊŜŘǎΣΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΦέ46 
 
CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ άaŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ 5ŀȅ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴ 
Theatre. The exercises will be in charge of the American Legion and will consist of music by the high school orchestra, 
quartette ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜǘŎΦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŜƎƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜΣ ±ƛŎǘƻǊ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƳŀǊƪΦέ47 

 

Criterion C: Zorn Theatre as a Commercial Block Movie Theater 

 
Several existing features and spaces within the Zorn Theatre represent those defined by the Commercial Block Theater 
associated property type under the National Register of Historic Places, Multiple Property Listing, Historic Movie Theaters in 
Nebraska.48 

 
The Zorn Theatre was a purpose-built movie house that included space to lease, providing a second revenue stream to the 
theater owners in addition to movie ticket and concession sales. 
 
A defining feature of this commercial block theater is the fact it includes two separate rooms which flank the main entrance 
and were used for commercial purposes at the ground floor. Although these two commercial rooms were small, they were 
especially well suited to specialty shops. 
 
A moderate sized room north of the front lobby was used for a variety of commercial tenants over the years, including the 
Benkelman Shoe ShƻǇΣ Ǌŀƴ ōȅ wƻȅ .ŜƴƴŜǘ όмфнфύΣ tŜǘŜǊǎŜƴΩǎ wŀŘƛƻ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ {ƘƻǇ όмфор-мфосύ ŀƴŘ aŀǊƛƻƴΩǎ .Ŝŀǳǘȅ {ƘƻǇ 
(1942-1948). When Gwin became operator of the theater he decided to use the front beauty shop space for a concession 
stand, and Marion Shaw moved her beauty shop to the Dr. Permer building in town. Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфулΩǎΣ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ The 
Benkelman Cultural Arts Center purchased the building, some seating was removed at the back of the theater to relocate 
the concession stand from the north business room to its current location. The south business room, which is smaller, was 
also designed to be leased space and the Rath Jewelry store used it for a short period during 1949. Otherwise, this room 
was used as an office for the theater manager and for storage purposes.  
 
When Sigwing owned the theater, the apartment at the back of the theater became his photography studio. Today the 
former apartment houses a beauty shop.  
 
The Zorn Theatre functioned as a neighborhood theater. Intentionally built as a movie theater, it included features such as a 
welcoming entry and sizeable lobby. Within the main auditorium was a sloped floor, comfortable seats offset from one 

                                                                    
45 άCŀǊƳ ϧ IƻƳŜ 5ŀȅǎ tǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 18 April, 1952, 1. 
46 ά¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ tŀǊǘȅ ƛǎ {ŀǘǳǊŘŀȅ 9ǾŜƴǘΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 16 December, 1949, 1. 
47 άaŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ 5ŀȅ 9ȄŜǊŎƛǎŜǎ ¢ƻ .Ŝ IŜƭŘ ŀǘ ½ƻǊƴ ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜΣέ The Benkelman Post and News Chronicle, 24 May, 1929, 1. 
48 Jennifer Honebrink, Chris Jansen, /ŀƛǘƭƛƴ .ŜƴǘƻƴΣ ϧ /ŀƭŜ aƛƭƭŜǊΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ aƻǾƛŜ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ bŜōǊŀǎƪŀΣέ aǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ 
Documentation Form, (pending NPS review), July 22, 2020. 
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another to allow for better viewing of the screen/stage, good ventilation, and subtle lighting. There was a raised stage for 
musical accompaniment. Other amenities include a cry room, public lounge, and concessions area. The ticket office was 
ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƭƻōōȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǊƻƻƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ  
 
The façade of the building fits into the rhythm of its commercial counterparts. The feature on the front that sets it apart is 
the large overhanging marquee spelling out the movie offerings and the name of the theater. The façade design included a 
lit marquee to indicate the presence of the theater. A pair of double doors with large lites looking into the lobby, recessed 
entry, and space to hold movie poster advertisements provide further visual ques to people passing by.  

 
This theater continues to incorporate basic features related to live performances such as a stage, orchestra pit (currently 
ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜύΣ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƭƻǳƴƎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
Multiple Property Listing, these were common to commercial block theaters. Specific components and spaces such as the 
screen and projection booth were also important. Screens were positioned within the proscenium, set behind the opening 
to create a shadow box effect. The projection booth was set above the entry lobby, opposite the screen. There were lens 
ports in the projection room. Observation ports used by the projection operator ensured they had full view of the screen. 
 
¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƻ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ϧ aŀǊƛŜ ½ƻǊƴΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘΣ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘe needs and desires of the 
prospective audience. The design shared similar characteristics of those found in the Hippodrome Theatre in Julesburg, 
Colorado. The building is 40 x 140 feet and constructed of fireproof construction consisting of brick, clay tile block, concrete 
ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜŜƭΦ tǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳƻǾƛŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŦƛƭƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ŎŜƭƭǳƭƻƛŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŦƭŀƳƳŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
could self-explode when exposed to high temperatures in front of a hot movie-projector beam. Thus, special attention was 
made to the construction of the projector room to ensure it was fireproof. Tin was wrapped over the face of the wood 
doors and thresholds. The interior of the main theater includes a stage approximately 16 x 40 feet and an orchestra pit 7 x 
18 feet. The main theater is 26 feet high at the highest point. The entire floor is of concrete, sloped in the auditorium down 
towards the front of the stage. At the time the theater was constructed, the seating capacity was 600 people. Modern 
opera chairs were installed throughout the auditorium. The original design had electric drop curtains and modern stage 
fittings. Currently, the stage is a raised wood platform covered by modern carpet. Wing space, at the sides of the stage and 
rear stage allow for multiple entrances and exits for performers. 
 
The design of the theater was first to provide the optimum conditions for the audience to experience a theater 
performance and second to aid the performers in achieving the fullest expression of their art form. When the Zorn Theatre 
opened it had the latest hot air fan system installed to ensure perfect heating comfort, while a modern cooling system was 
provided during periods of warm weather. The original wood pivot seating allowed someone to easily get up without 
bothering the other patrons. A 3-seat section of the original wood seats remains within the concessions lobby near the 
ƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ  
 
The Zorn Theatre is an example of an end stage theater, in that the audience is only on one side of the stage. Such stages 
are often rectangular or square. These types of stages are thought to focus the full attention of the audience onto the 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ 9ƴŘ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƛƳǇƭƛŦȅ ōƭƻŎƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ 
also simplify the display of scenery and special effects. The house of an end stage theater can take on a rectangular shape, 
leaving the audience facing the same direction. The Zorn shares these character-defining attributes.  
 
One variety of an end stage theater is the proǎŎŜƴƛǳƳΣ ƻǊ άLǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǎǘȅƭŜέ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΦ άLƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊƳΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 
the house by a wall with a large arched opening that allows the audience to see through from the house to the stage as if 
looking through a frame. Throughout history, proscenium stages have been fitted with aprons or fore stages that carry the 
stage through the arched opening into the house and thus make it a variation on the end stage form. Traditionally, actors 
did most of their performing on the apron, which left the part of the stage behind the arch to be used primarily for scenery 
and scene-ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΦέ49 ¢ƘŜ ŀǳŘƛǘƻǊƛǳƳ ƻǊ ΨƘƻǳǎŜΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ 

                                                                    
49 IƛƭŘȅΣ CǊŀƴƪƭƛƴ WΦ ά¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ CƻǊƳǎΦέ .ǊƛǘŀƴƴƛŎŀΦŎƻƳΦ нлнлΦ ²ŜōΦ му bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлнлΦ Burris-Meyer, Harold, and Edward C. 

Cole, Theatres and Auditoriums, 2nd ed., 1975. 
 



United States Department of the Interior  

National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900 OMB No. 1024-0018 
 

 Zorn Theatre   Dundy County, Nebraska 
Name of Property County and State 

20 

 
stage support spaces are referred to as backstage spaces. Backstage spaces can include dressing rooms, rehearsal space, 
and green rooms (actor lounges). 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ-of-house facilities provide for the needs of the audience before, during, and after a performance. Those needs 
include how the audience members get information about a performance. Front of house facilities can include 
ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜǎκŜȄƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ƭƻōōƛŜǎΣ ǘƛŎƪŜǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǊŜŦǊŜǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƎƛŦǘ ǎƘƻǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊƻƻƳǎΦέ50 Additional spaces for 
heating, ventilation and air conditioning, for cleaning the building, and an office for the theater manager may also be part 
of the front of house.  
 
ά! ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ-of-house facilities that are seen by the 
audience, and of the exterior of the theater building. Such decoration varied from spectacularly grand to remarkably plain. 
Lƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊκŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ǘƻ 
be appropriately inviting to the audience and what will put the audience in the most receptive mood for the type of 
ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΦέ51 
 
The Zorn Theatre continues to exhibit several distinctive features which help to distinguish it as a Commercial Block movie 
theater with an end stage layout utilizing a proscenium. At mid-stage there is a large arched opening, which is covered by 
curtains from the house side. Behind the central curtain within this opening sits a modern speaker system set within wood 
framed boxes on top of non-historic wood framed platforms. The stage continues to extend through the arched opening 
and into the auditorium. Historic stage lights remain situated at the front edge of the stage. Although the seats have been 
replaced overtime, the auditorium remains its A, B, A seating arrangement. The open volume and sloped floor within the 
ŀǳŘƛǘƻǊƛǳƳ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŦƻŎŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ 
The sunburst designs on the historic fiberboard ceiling remain and provide a glimpse of the past. The front and back of-
ƘƻǳǎŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƴǘΦ hǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƘŀt 
this is a beautiful, historic movie theater.   
 
Conclusion 
 
The Zorn Theatre is localƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ мфну ǘƻ мфтм όǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άрл-ȅŜŀǊ ǊǳƭŜέ) under Criterion A in 
the area of Entertainment/Recreation for its association with Edward & Marie Zorn, theater entrepreneurs, who continually 
adapted to changes in the film industry and largely contributed to the entertainment sector of Benkelman and the 
surrounding tri-state area of Nebraska, Colorado and Kansas. It is also significant under Criterion A in the area of Social 
History as an excellent example of a multi-purpose movie theater that also functioned as a community center, where 
residents of Benkelman and its neighboring communities gathered for social, commerce, celebratory, patriotic, and 
commemorative events. Finally, it is also significant under Criterion C in the area of Architecture as an example of a 
Commercial Block movie theater building type as identified in the Historic Movie Theaters in Nebraska Multiple Property 
Documentation Form. Built in 1928, the construction of the Zorn Theatre was a symbol of the famiƭȅΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ 
business. 
 
The Zorn Theatre has long been a landmark in the community, known for its quality entertainment brought about by daily 
moving picture exhibitions while also serving as a community center and providing a meeting place and social and cultural 
hub for community activities and fundraising events. By serving the tri-ǎǘŀǘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ 
ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŦƻǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  
 
The Zorn Theatre best represents the success of Edward and Marie Zorn for a variety of reasons. As theater entrepreneurs, 
ǘƘŜ ½ƻǊƴΩǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-seven years in the Zorn Theatre in Benkelman. Although Edward and his immediate family 
managed four other theaters in Oshkosh, Chappell, Trenton, and Julesburg, this is the only building that was built as a direct 
result of the growth and success of their combined ventures. This successful family business was founded on a set of core 

                                                                    
50 IƛƭŘȅΣ CǊŀƴƪƭƛƴ WΦ ά¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ CƻǊƳǎΦέ .ǊƛǘŀƴƴƛŎŀΦŎƻƳΦ нлнлΦ ²ŜōΦ му bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлнлΦ Burris-Meyer, Harold, and Edward C. 
Cole, Theatres and Auditoriums, 2nd ed., 1975. 
51 Ibid. 
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values and philosophies which included wanting to better serve the people of the community and willingness to adapt to 
change. The Zorn Theatre has continuously brought first rate entertainment to Benkelman and the surrounding community 
through its ability to show first run and first-rate films. It continues to be a strong influence in the entertainment of Dundy 
County and the tri-state area of Nebraska, Colorado and Kansas. 
 
Finally, the Zorn Theatre continues to exhibit several distinctive features which help to distinguish it as a Commercial Block 
movie theater. 
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Maps 
 
Benkelman Sanborn Map: 1931 

 
Previous documentation on file (NPS): Primary location of additional data: 

  preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR  67 has been requested)   State Historic Preservation Office 

  previously listed in the National Register   Other State agency 

  previously determined eligible by the National Register   Federal agency 

  designated a National Historic Landmark   Local government 

  recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey   #   University 

  recorded by Historic American Engineering Record #   Other (Name of repository) 

  recorded by Historic American Landscape Survey #    

Historic Resources Survey Number (if assigned): DN02-092 

Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.) 

The nominated building is situated on Lot 8 of Block 44 in Benkelman, Nebraska. Lot 8 is the second lot to the north from 
ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ .ƭƻŎƪ пп ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ мплΩ ōȅ рлΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭƻŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ 
an alley on the north and south ends and is bounded by Chief Street to the west and an alley to the east. 
 

Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.) 

The boundary includes the lot associated with the theater property currently and during its period of significance. 
 

10. Geographical Data 

Acreage of property Less than one USGS Quadrangle Benkelman, Nebr.-Kans. (1961) 

Latitude/Longitude Coordinates 

Datum if other than WGS84:   

1. Latitude 40.050521 Longitude -101.532562  
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11.  Form Prepared By 

name/title Abby Hegemann and Daniel Conaway 

organization Alley Poyner Macchietto Architecture, Inc. date 11/29/2020 

street & number 1516 Cuming Street telephone 402-341-1544 

city or town Omaha state NE zip code 68102 

email ahegemann@alleypoyner.com 

 

 

Additional Documentation 

  
Figure 6: Site map showing BenkelmanΩǎ proximity to the Colorado and Kansas borders. Also located are other towns where the Zorn 
family owned other theaters. Highlighting by APMA. Source: Google Earth, 2020. 
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Figure 7: Zorn Theatre Location Map. The theater is located just east of the center of the town of Benkelman, a few blocks north and west 
of the railroad tracks that form the southern border of the town. Highlighting by AMPA. Source: Google Earth, 2020.  
Latitude/Longitude: 40.050521°,-101.532562°. 
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Figure 8: Zorn Theatre Site Location. The theater is bound by Chief Street at the west and an access road to the east. A historic gas station 
occupies the lot to the south, and a fitness building occupies the lot to the north. Highlighting by APMA. Source: Google Earth, 2020. 

Latitude/Longitude: 40.050521°,-101.532562°. 
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Figure 9: 1931 Sanborn Map of Benkelman pages 2-3. Arrow indicates Zorn Theatre location at the north end of 
the downtown. Highlighting by APMA. Not to scale. 
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